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Introduction 
 
In the campaign period before the German Bundestag election in September 2017 
numerous political issues were debated in the German media, yet according to several 
surveys the question of migration and refugee politics emerged as the most important 
topic for voters (Pätzold et al. 2017; “Wichtigste Politische Themen Im Wahlkampf Zur 
Bundestagswahl in Deutschland 2017” 2018). This has become a politically polarising 
issue in German politics and society as the large influx of refugees since 2015 has not been 
welcomed by all in Germany. Negative sentiments surrounding migrants and refugees 
have been exacerbated by events such as the 2015/2016 sexual attacks on women by 
migrants on New Year’s Eve in Cologne (Regev 2016). This event sparked a nation-wide 
debate on migrant and refugee issues in Germany, which carried into the 2017 election 
period as a major topic of political debate.  
This is not only a recurring political issue in Germany but has affected all of Europe 
and in particular EU member states as there is strong disagreement within the EU as to 
how this ‘migrant crisis’ should be handled. Opposition of EU member states such as 
Hungary, Poland and Czech Republic against EU-wide quotas concerning the 
redistribution of migrants also represents a growing divide on an EU level concerning 
migration.1 The migrant crisis has therefore caused a degree of discontent within and 
between various countries in the EU, with Germany experiencing this especially sharply 
during its election period.  
Germany’s campaign period was filled with numerous accusations by the German 
media of this topic being instrumentalised for election gains by different parties, such as 
by the right-wing Eurosceptic Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party. This party is often 
described as anti-immigrant or even racist in the German mainstream media and uses the 
migrant crisis as a means to attack current politics in Germany (Erk 2017; Bau 2017). 
Further worries related to outside influences and media manipulation, which particularly 
concerned Russian interference after Russia’s alleged meddling in the 2016 US 
presidential election. This caused fears that something similar may happen in Germany 
(Stelzenmüller 2017), as the German media then proceeded to highlight population 
groups in Germany that may become targets of Russian disinformation, such as the 
Russian-German population (Soloveitchik 2017; Roppert 2017) or right-wing groups 
(Reinbold 2017) and furthermore warned of imminent hacks and disinformation 
campaigns in Germany (Rokahr 2017). It is therefore evident that there is a lot of fear in 
Germany of Russian influence in German politics and of Russian disinformation 
campaigns targeting Germany. 
                                                             
1 See following media examples discussing the existence of such a divide:  
“Auch 2017 Stand Ganz Im Zeichen Der Flüchtlingskrise.” 2017. Welt. 2017. 
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article171959271/Streit-in-der-EU-Auch-2017-stand-ganz-
im-Zeichen-der-Fluechtlingskrise.html.; Foster, Peter, and Matthew Day. 2017. “EU Migration Showdown: 
Divide Deepens after  Brussels Launches Legal Action against Hungary, Poland and Czech Republic.” The 
Telegraph. 2017. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/06/13/eu-migration-showdown-divide-
deepens-brussels-launches-legal/.; “How Is the Migrant Crisis Dividing EU Countries?” 2016. BBC News. 
2016. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34278886.  
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Some of the accusations against Russia may be somewhat exaggerated, as German 
officials generally do not see Russian campaigns in Germany as dangerous or successful 
in impacting its politics (“De Maizière Hält Russische Einflussversuche Für Denkbar” 
2017). Yet there is evidence of increased Russian disinformation campaigns in Germany 
with the ‘Lisa case’ representing a recent large-scale campaign concerning the alleged 
rape of an under aged Russian girl by migrants in Berlin. This story was entirely fabricated 
and swiftly debunked by the German authorities and media, yet it remained a breaking 
news item. The case was broadcast across numerous Russian and international media 
channels and even animated Russian-Germans to protest in Germany on behalf of the 
victim even though the victim herself refuted the allegations. Given the scale of the 
campaign, which even included statements by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov 
accusing German authorities of misconduct in their investigation (RFE/RL 2016), one can 
see how there is a concerted effort by Russia to discredit German officials and instigate 
further tensions in German society over the migrant crisis (see Meister 2016; Janda 2016 
for a full analysis of this case).  
Despite politicians stating that there is no large influence in Germany, the above 
condensed case study illustrates that the Russian media does have some power in 
Germany over certain population groups and that fears of undue Russian influence are 
not entirely unwarranted. It further shows that the migrant crisis can be instrumentalised 
by outside actors such as Russia to cause a negative reaction in German society. This case 
of Russian disinformation in addition to German media fears of further Russian attempts 
to influence the 2017 Bundestag election have prompted the selection of this research 
topic, as there is a lack of understanding regarding the way in which the Russian media 
may utilise divisive topics such as the migrant crisis to its own benefit in Europe and in 
countries such as Germany.  
This thesis therefore aims to answer two central questions: How does Russia 
portray Germany’s handling of the migrant crisis in the run-up to the Bundestag election; 
and what does this tell us about Russian strategic narratives and goals in Germany and in 
Europe, where Germany is an integral political player.  
This thesis shall proceed as follows in examining this issue, by firstly introducing the 
concept of Russian disinformation and its link to Russian strategic narratives and goals in 
more general terms (Chapter 1) and secondly in regard to Germany and Europe (Chapter 
2). The analytical section of this thesis will then examine a selection of news stories from 
two Russian media outlets from the campaign period before the Bundestag election to 
highlight concrete examples of how the Russian media promotes certain strategies and 
goals using the migrant crisis in Europe. This section shall begin with an analysis of 
Germany’s depiction in the Russian media in relation to the migrant crisis (Chapter 4), 
followed by a deeper analysis of internal German political actors and positions relevant 
to migration issues (Chapter 5), and finally this thesis shall examine external European-
wide issues relating to Germany’s handling of the migrant crisis to gain a full picture of 
Russia’s narratives and goals in Germany and the region (Chapter 6).  
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Chapter 1: Literature Review - Russian disinformation and strategic narratives 
 
Disinformation is not a new strategy employed by the current political regime in 
Russia, but it has become a subject with increased attention due to current accusations 
levied against Russia of spreading disinformation to promote its world views and 
interests. Caroline Jack (2017, 2) defines disinformation as information that is 
deliberately false and misleading, whilst misinformation is unintentionally so. The main 
difference therefore lies in the intent of the information, whether it aims to deceive the 
audience or not. Intent, however, is not always immediately clear and further complicates 
the identification of problematic information (Jack 2017). A wide body of literature 
provides an insight into how modern Russian disinformation stems from the Soviet 
propaganda tactic of dezinformatsiya, which was a part of the Soviet strategy of active 
measures (Bittman 1985; Galeotti 2016, 2018; Kragh and Åsberg 2017; Jack 2017; 
Snegovaya 2015b). This strategy involved disseminating propagandistic information, 
rumours, and forgeries; and maintaining agents of influence and front groups to promote 
their interests abroad (Bittman 1985). These Soviet techniques were used to damage a 
country’s image, create misunderstandings, undermine policies, and extend Soviet 
influence and power (ibid, 43). Various scholars have identified a continuation of this 
Soviet practice in post-Soviet Russia which has been adapted to a new modern context 
(Galeotti 2016, 2017; Giles 2016).  
 
Disseminating and creating disinformation in the media  
 
Understanding the ways in which information and disinformation is dispersed is an 
important starting point to better understand Russia’s information war. The Russian 
domestic information sphere is dominated by state-controlled media channels, which 
means that alternative information is drowned out and thus allows the Kremlin free reign 
to spread their information and disinformation almost unopposed (Snegovaya 2015a, 34). 
This is not only the case in traditional media, such as television and print, but also online 
as the Kremlin has increasingly tried to restrict the freedom of speech on different 
communication platforms, which are heavily monitored or have even been blocked (Kelly 
et al. 2016). The messenger app ‘Telegram’ has been the latest victim of such repressive 
measures as it has been blocked in Russia due to its encrypted messaging service which 
did not allow Russian state security access to its users’ secret messages (Kiselyova and 
Stubbs 2018). This app was popular amongst civil society and opposition activists due to 
the protection of private data it offered (ibid) and its restriction can be seen as a further 
step of the Russian authorities to restrict these groups’ activities (Snegovaya 2015a, 33). 
Internationally, Russia tries to penetrate mainstream media through government 
officials, independent journalists, and experts who are allies of Russia and have some form 
of influence in the media, which in turn can influence policymakers and public opinion 
(Lucas and Nimmo 2015). Russian state-owned media channels also represent an 
important medium for spreading disinformation abroad. The Kremlin has invested a large 
amount of money into improving its state television channels despite the financial crisis 
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in the country, as spending on some domestic and international outlets increased by 30% 
in 2017 compared to 2014 (Snegovaya 2015a, 27). Many channels also underwent a total 
reformatting to mimic the style of the Western media (Darczewska 2014a). Some suggest 
that the motto ‘Question More’ of the Russian state-owned television channel RT, formerly 
known as Russia Today, is intended to play on the mindset of the audience to see it as a 
critical news outlet, just like the Western media claims to be (Jackson et al. 2015) whilst 
also presenting itself as an alternative to the Western media (Darczewska 2014b). RT 
represents one of the special Russian media outlets adapted for an international audience 
that broadcasts in multiple languages and tries to entice viewers by using local voices to 
promote Russian ideals and disinformation, which makes it harder to immediately 
decipher the channel as Russian by the average viewer (Darczewska 2014a). RT has been 
accused of partiality by the UK’s media regulator Ofcom, as it offers a more prominent 
platform to voices from right- or left-wing parties that often have a pro-Russian stance in 
Western Europe (Bodner, Kupfer, and Jardine 2017). This is instrumentalised to 
emphasise such outlets’ stance of providing allegedly alternative viewpoints ignored by 
other media outlets (Meister 2016) and simultaneously allows them to spread anti-
Western messages in line with the Kremlin’s viewpoint and agenda (Pomerantsev 2015). 
Moreover, these international outlets work within the legal boundaries of their host 
countries, which also makes it harder to tackle them using regulatory means (Rutenberg 
2017). Russian speakers abroad additionally consume the information and 
disinformation spread on traditionally domestic Russian state television channels as they 
are now readily available in many foreign countries (Potapova 2017). Russia state media 
therefore has a wide reach to spread disinformation.  
State television channels employ different strategies for disseminating and creating 
disinformation, which correlate to Ben Nimmo’s (2015) ‘4 D approach’ of dismiss, distort, 
distract, and dismay. Using this framework, Nimmo describes how Russia creates self-
promoting stories and responds to anti-Russian allegations using this strategy, where it 
denies the allegation and may even denigrate those who made the allegation; distorts 
information to serve its own counternarrative; distracts attention away from the original 
allegation against Russia or its allies by launching its own accusations; dismays the enemy 
by making threats concerning the consequences of their actions against Russia (Nimmo 
2015). By examining the reporting of different news stories and cases, Jim Rutenberg 
(2017) furthermore identified that these channels often spread disinformation in a 
concerted manner across various Russian media outlets, thus creating the appearance of 
diverse reporting on a single issue to help consolidate facts and to overwhelm the 
information sphere with the Kremlin version of events.  
A major factor that attracts viewers to Russian media outlets is the slick and 
entertaining style of its programming, which results in Russian channels being widely 
watched by people who may not feel politically drawn to the Kremlin (Lucas and Nimmo 
2015; Lucas and Pomeranzev 2016). The use of conspiracy theories and fringe opinions 
and viewpoints is also a common method used in the reporting of these outlets, which can 
be used to divert attention from the way in which a story is being covered by other outlets 
and confuse the audience by providing yet another alternative truth within the chaos that 
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is the mass media (Lucas and Pomeranzev 2016). A further common strategy of 
disinformation deemed to increase its success is the inclusion of a grain of truth, so that 
consumers of that disinformation recognize that truth and thus are more likely to see the 
other information as more believable as well (Sazonov et al. 2016; Holland 2006). This 
can include stories based on established facts or public discourses that would be 
recognisable to the audience (Sazonov et al. 2016).  
 
Targets of disinformation 
 
Some scholars have claimed that information war is more successful when the 
subject of the information or disinformation is already receptive to what they see, thus 
making it important for information operations to carefully select their targets (Thornton 
2015; Galeotti 2017; Selhorst 2016; Lucas and Nimmo 2015). They can then become 
“multipliers” of the attitudes and behaviours presented within the disseminated message 
by spreading the message amongst their network and by even adapting it according to 
their specific societal context (Thornton 2015, 43). This sophisticated targeting depends 
on the country, context, and institutions present in a target; and the affinity of the region 
or country to Russia (Galeotti 2017). A common target of Russia in foreign countries, 
especially the ‘Near Abroad’, is the Russian speaking or diaspora population within that 
country (Lucas and Nimmo 2015; Darczewska 2014a; Galeotti 2016). The Russian state 
engages with this community using the Russkyi Mir (Russian World) idea (Pomerantsev 
and Weiss 2014), where such actors are considered compatriots of Russia and thus 
justifies Russian involvement into the affairs of the host country (Wanner 2014, 430). The 
Russian language space is an important factor in Russian disinformation, as Jolanta 
Darczewska (2014a) claims that this makes the individuals more receptive to Russian 
state ideas. In countries such as in the Baltics, where many Russian speakers get their 
information from the Russian state media, there is a worry that these people start living 
in a different reality, the reality portrayed in the Russian media (Snegovaya 2015a; 
Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014).  
Many scholars also identify other groups in the West that are being particularly 
targeted by Russian disinformation, namely pro-Russian groups and anti-Western fringe 
groups such as in the far-right and far-left of the political spectrum (Lucas and Nimmo 
2015; Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014; Laruelle 2015). Marlene Laruelle (2015, 2) describes 
this as Russia’s “bedfellowing” policy, which describes the very nihilistic approach in 
which they are targeted, as there is little ideological alignment between these groups and 
the Kremlin. Yet they are targeted by Russia’s often anti-Western disinformation in order 
to stoke their anti-Western sentiments and further increase domestic tensions between 
groups in Western societies (Lucas and Nimmo 2015). This correlates to a ‘divide and 
conquer’ strategy employed by the Kremlin, as it tries to use local rivalries and 
resentments in an opposing system to further its goals (Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014; 
Galeotti 2017).  
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Aim of disinformation  
 
The aim of Russian disinformation differs according to the target audience. 
Internally, Russia’s information war is waged to portray the outside world as hostile to 
Russia, which is used by the Kremlin to justify its policies as defensive and necessary 
measures to protect Russia and all Russians (Potapova 2017; Иноземцев 2017; 
Hutchings and Szostek 2016). Vladimir Shlapentokh (2009) analyses this imagining of 
external enemies of Russia as a legitimisation strategy by the regime. Externally, analysts 
see Russia’s information war against the West, for example, as a means to re-establish its 
super power status after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Nopens 2014; Szostek 2017). 
This is the big-picture aim, so to speak, whilst Mason Richey (2018) summarises the more 
specific objectives of disinformation against the West as follows: to dissuade rivals from 
opposing Russian kinetic abilities, to foster cynicism about politics and discredit 
international norms, legitimise facts on the ground, and cause dissent among states. 
Spreading confusion and distrust is therefore a main goal of Russian information war 
(Sahin 2017; Lohse et al. 2016) and the disinformation used to support these objectives 
is done to destabilise Russia’s rivals (Jack 2017). Peter Pomerantsev and Michael Weiss 
(2014, 4) have described Russian information warfare as the “weaponization of 
information” where information is used as “a tool to confuse, blackmail, demoralize, 
subvert and paralyze”. It can also be seen as aiming to change public perceptions of the 
truth, as Russian disinformation does not predominantly try to gain support for its cause 
in the West but attempts to spread uncertainty and derail public debates on issues. This 
can foster a growing distrust towards the media and towards a country’s authorities thus 
benefitting Russian geopolitical goals (Jack 2017).  
 
Strategic narratives 
 
Disinformation is not created in a vacuum, it is done for a specific aim correlating to 
Russia’s worldview and geopolitical goals. Scholars have identified this articulation of a 
state’s worldview as a strategic narrative, which can be understood not only as any 
comment, but a specific storyline told by an actor to make sense of the world based on a 
specific ideology, theory, or belief (Jackson et al. 2015). Alister Miskimmon, Ben 
O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle (2013) define it as a form of persuasion. They further 
describe the twofold effect of such narratives, in that they can influence the behaviour of 
another actor so that they act in a way they normally would not have, whilst also defining 
the international system by framing events and behaviours in a certain way that lends 
them further narrative meaning (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013). The 
international order is thus defined by competing narratives, which try to promote their 
agenda and worldview. This can be based on the idea of in- and out-groups which helps 
define the identity of an actor in relation to an opposing identity (Oates 2014; Miskimmon, 
O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013) and further aims to balance and sort the different actors 
within the system (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013). Strategic narratives are 
 9 
 
thus integral to understanding how states position themselves in the world and interact 
with other actors.  
Scholars such as Sarah Oates (2014) emphasise the importance of looking at state 
media in order to analyse a state’s strategic narrative. States can encourage an audience 
to engage with the emotional aspect of this through its media portrayal, since real-time 
broadcasts of events and audio-visual materials are particularly effective in transmitting 
emotions (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013). Authoritarian regimes like the one 
in Russia practice a tight control over the media, which allows analysts to compare media 
content with a state’s intentions and thus draw conclusions from this regarding the state 
narrative (Oates 2014). Disinformation in the Russian media therefore can help identify 
Russia’s strategic narratives as it represents a deliberate manipulation of information for 
the purpose of promoting a Russian perspective of the world. 
 
Disinformation theory and its application  
 
Regarding this media analysis, the above findings shall be employed to understand 
how Germany’s handling of the migrant crisis is being portrayed in the Russian media. 
Concerning Russia’s external disinformation, a lot of the literature on this topic focuses 
on Russia’s near abroad, by which is meant Russia’s immediate post-Soviet 
neighbourhood where there are a lot of ethnic Russians and Russophones. These can be 
targeted with Russian disinformation and in areas where Russia has its perceived sphere 
of influence. The above strategies of dissemination, creation, and targeting of 
disinformation, however, still apply to Western countries such as Germany, who have also 
witnessed Russian disinformation campaigns. This thesis shall therefore focus on how the 
Russian media targets a foreign German audience with their disinformation as this is a 
subject that does not lie in the focus of many previous studies. Aspects of this literature 
review shall be used to identify disinformation tactics and aims present in the Russian 
media used in this Western European context. The case study will examine the migrant 
crisis and particularly Germany’s role in this and how this is used to promote Russian 
strategic narratives and geopolitical goals, which shall be further defined in the following 
chapter.  
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Chapter 2: Russia, Germany, and the West 
 
Disinformation in Germany 
 
Russian and German relations have undergone more tensions in recent years, but 
the political, economic, and diplomatic ties are still very strong. The current sanctions 
regime against Russia represents a major departure from the old German Social 
Democrats’ (SPD) policy of Ostpolitik, where cooperation with Russia was seen as more 
favourable to confrontation (Lough 2018; Forsberg 2016). However, in the long-term 
Germany still seeks a close partnership with Russia even when current goals and methods 
have somewhat changed (Forsberg 2016). This means that there are still many open 
channels and actors that Russia can use to influence and interfere in German politics and 
discourse. These channels include businesses, political parties, civil society organisations 
and elites with pro-Russian sentiments, such as former Chancellor Gerhard Schröder. 
Given his leading position in Russian state owned companies he is very close to the Putin 
regime and furthermore promotes the dropping of EU sanctions against Russia to improve 
German-Russian relations (Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014, 28; Polyakova et al. 2016, 14).  
Regarding disinformation in and against Germany, Russia targets specific groups, 
such as Eurosceptic and anti-American groups. They often go against the mainstream pro-
EU political discourse in Germany and thus have the potential to increase political 
tensions within the country and in the EU (Lohse et al. 2016). Numerous fringe parties fall 
within the above categories, such as the far-left Die Linke or the far-right Alternative für 
Deutschland (AfD), which even cultivate close contacts with Russia and generally support 
a pro-Russian stance in their policies (Polyakova et al. 2016; Rettman 2017). In Ben 
Nimmo’s (2017) study of social media groups he identified how AfD supporters acted as 
amplifiers of Russian disinformation by sharing stories and news items from Russian state 
channels, such as RT and Sputnik, which consistently promotes an anti-Western message.  
A particularly prominent topic that these groups address in their anti-EU stance 
relates to the large influx of migrants and refugees (Polyakova et al. 2016), of which 
Germany has hosted the most out of all European countries (European Commission 
2018). The so-called ‘migrant and refugee crisis’ (from now on referred to as ‘migrant 
crisis’ for brevity) is a weak point of political division in Germany (Sahin 2017) given the 
criticisms against Angela Merkel’s liberal refugee policy from within her own party, by the 
public, and especially by opposition parties (Polyakova et al. 2016, 13). The AfD has been 
particularly vocal in its disapproval of the current migration policy (Ciechanowicz 2017), 
which Russia has been able to further provoke with targeted disinformation about 
refugees and the government’s mismanagement of the crisis (Sahin 2017). This shall be 
the focus of this media study.  
Russia can also effectively exploit anti-Western and more pro-Russian sentiments 
in Germany, as there is a large population from eastern Germany that has a more positive 
stance towards Russia than their Western counterparts (Sahin 2017). Likewise, Germany 
contains a large Russlanddeutsche population, which has a strong affinity to the Russian 
culture and language (ibid). This group of Russlanddeutsche includes various subgroups, 
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such as Jews and Aussiedler/Spätaussiedler (repatriates) from the former Soviet Union, 
ethnic Russians, and Russophones (see Strakevich 2017 for a full explanation of this 
group). This population group commonly speaks Russian and holds a form of dual 
identity, especially in the case of the Aussiedler/Spätaussiedler who are ethnic Germans 
that lived in the former Soviet Union but were then repatriated as German citizens 
beginning in the 1950s (ibid). This group has faced some marginalisation and frustration 
due to their lack of acceptance into German society despite their good integration 
(culturally and linguistically) and their shared German ethnicity (Worbs et al. 2013, 10), 
thus making them prime targets for Russian disinformation against their own country. 
There are therefore several weak points that can be exploited in Germany allowing Russia 
to infiltrate and influence German society, media, and politics with its own messages and 
narratives thanks to these more receptive audiences.  
In general, however, Russia considers Germany to be a close partner despite current 
tensions (Forsberg 2016), which therefore begs the question why it is being targeted by 
Russian disinformation campaigns. Germany occupies a central role within Europe, 
politically and economically, and in recent years it took on a leading role in the Ukraine 
crisis. This included the promotion of European wide sanctions against Russia due to its 
actions in Crimea and its ongoing involvement in the East of Ukraine (Meister 2016). 
Furthermore, Germany is a main contributor to NATO, which is problematic for the 
Russian political leadership as it sees the expansion of NATO as a threat to its own 
interests in Europe (Sahin 2017). This negative attitude towards Western alliances also 
exists regarding the EU, especially since the crisis in Ukraine. The EU membership 
question was the trigger for the ongoing conflict in Ukraine, which caused the current 
tensions between Russia and the EU and brought about Russia’s political isolation in 
European and even global politics (Gretskiy, Treshchenkov, and Golubev 2014). 
Disinformation targeting countries such as Germany therefore relates not only to the 
country directly but is intricately linked to Russia’s perception of the West and its aims 
on the world stage and in Europe specifically.  
 
Strategic narratives and aims 
 
To further understand Russian perceptions and aims it is important to understand 
Russia’s strategic narratives in the West where Russia employs a “clash of civilisations” 
master narrative (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, and Roselle 2013, 102). This narrative 
indicates that Russia sees its unique values and norms as equally valuable to the West’s 
idea of moral universalism, thus putting it in direct opposition to the West’s perception of 
the world order (Lo 2015). The Russian civilizational narrative focuses on the idea of 
Russia as the protector of traditional values (Darczewska 2014a; Hutchings and Szostek 
2016) and that it restrains the harmful influence of the liberal Western world, such as its 
promotion of ‘immoral’ behaviour (Engström 2014, 363). This has been encapsulated in 
the Russian narrative by the term “Gayropa”, which is used when referring to the 
supposedly too liberal attitudes regarding sexuality that exist in many European 
countries and which further relates to other liberal ideals that go against alleged Russian 
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traditional values (Darczewska 2014b, 9). Russia’s traditionalism also refers to its 
perception of the international world order, where a state’s sovereignty is paramount and 
Western humanitarian or pro-democracy interventions are not seen as valid reasons for 
violating this as they cause more humanitarian harm and instability in the world 
(Engström 2014, 362). The liberal West thus represents the polar opposite to Russia 
which values traditional norms for its individual citizens but also operates on a more 
traditional concept of statehood and the international system. 
This criticism of Western interventions into other state’s affairs feeds into a further 
Russian narrative, namely that of the West’s ‘double standards’ in the way it conducts 
itself on the world stage (Hutchings and Szostek 2016; Headley 2015, 298). This argument 
is used especially in relation to the West’s promotion of democracy and human rights, 
which Russia criticises as a strategy to promote the interests of Western powers rather 
than representing the alleged Western normative narrative of spreading liberalism and 
humanitarian ideals (Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014; Headley 2015). The civilisations 
clashing here are Russia versus the West, where Russia defends traditional norms and 
concepts of international law which the West allegedly ignores or warps for its own selfish 
interests, furthermore depicting Russia as the heroic underdog amongst many selfish 
states. This clash of civilisations narrative thus is based on shared concepts of internal law 
and human rights, but is confrontational in nature due to the different understandings 
and interpretations of these concepts by either side (Miskimmon and O’Loughlin 2017, 
112). Such different understandings lead to a lack of shared narratives regarding the 
existing world order and thus explains their competition within the international system 
(ibid).  
It is important to highlight different actors that are often associated with ‘the West’ 
in Russian narratives, as the US and Europe do not hold the same narrative meaning. The 
US is often depicted in a more negative light than Europe or is even accused of leading 
Europe astray and inhibiting closer cooperation between Russia and Europe for its own 
interests in the region (Hutchings and Szostek 2016). This can be explained by the fact 
that the US is seen as the world hegemon since the end of the Cold War, which has resulted 
in a unipolar world that Russia wants to reconfigure into a more balanced system of 
multipolarity (Szostek 2017, 582). Disputing views on world order thus places Russia and 
the US in direct opposition.  
Europe, on the other hand, is a softer target in Russia’s narrative since Russia still 
considers itself a great European power, therefore grounding its own identity within 
Europe (Hutchings and Szostek 2016, 174). Anti-Western narratives connected to 
Western Europe are somewhat less prominent and negative in Russian official and public 
discourse than anti-American narratives, since Europe is still considered to be a close 
partner (Headley 2015, 299). European countries such as Germany, however, do still 
promote a clashing narrative to the Russian one, as Germany promotes Western European 
ideals and closer regional cooperation within Europe through the EU (Sahin 2017), which 
Russia sees critically since this may threaten its sphere of influence in Europe and its 
bilateral relations with European countries (Gretskiy, Treshchenkov, and Golubev 2014; 
Rieker and Gjerde 2016; Headley 2015). The more negative narrative concerning Europe 
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therefore relates to its institutionalised form, namely the EU and its policies which impact 
the region’s political landscape.  
The aim of these particular strategic narratives is to destabilise the EU in Europe to 
weaken its normative power and legitimacy as the hegemon on the continent and thus 
reinstate Russia as a key power in Europe (Nimmo 2015; Polyakova et al. 2016). The 
competition in the European West is thus between Russian and the EU rather than with 
Europe in general. Berthold Kohler (2016) identifies this as a form of 
“Untergrabungskrieg” (translation: undermining warfare), as Russia aims to break up the 
EU’s union by exposing its weaknesses and by spreading disinformation about key 
European players that are powerful in the EU and may obstruct Russian interests. 
Disinformation against Germany therefore aims to redress the power balance in Europe 
by exposing hypocrisies within individual European countries, failures of their 
governments (Lucas and Nimmo 2015, 4), and inconsistencies in EU policies (Headley 
2015, 300). 
Germany and the West are tightly connected since Germany plays a prominent role 
on the world stage and is a leading power in Europe. This makes Germany an interesting 
case study to examine how this integral Western and European power is viewed by Russia 
and what this tells us about a wider Russian narrative concerning the ‘European West’. To 
further narrow down this case study, this thesis shall take Germany’s role in the European 
migrant crisis as a springboard to analyse not only Germany as a country but also examine 
its portrayal in a wider European context. This topic represented a major issue during the 
German elections and furthermore touches upon other European states, the EU, and the 
wider European continent, thus making this a useful case study from which one can 
determine wider Russian narratives.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
 
This chapter shall outline: the selection process of the media outlets, timeframe, and 
topics scrutinised in this thesis; the methodology behind the content analysis; the 
research protocol; the codes used.  
 
Media outlets, timeframe, and search term selection  
 
RT Deutsch and Perviy Kanal were selected as the Russian state media outlets for 
this research in order to provide a selection of news items from a very large Russian media 
outlet and a smaller one with a specific focus on Germany. The outlets also represented 
examples of channels that may target different audiences in Germany, as Perviy Kanal is a 
Russian language channel and could thus attract Russian-speaking population groups in 
Germany whilst RT Deutsch is created specifically for a German speaking audience, thus 
broadening the potential target audience in Germany. This correlated with the groups 
which the German media identified as possible targets for Russian disinformation, namely 
the Russlanddeutsche and other fringe groups that are sceptical of the mainstream media 
due to their anti-establishment ideology. Both RT Deutsch and Perviy Kanal are available 
online, whilst Perviy Kanal is also available on television.  
Perviy Kanal is predominantly owned by the state and other shareholders include 
Kremlin-friendly oligarchs such as Roman Abramovich and other pro-Putin companies 
and groups, thus making this a state-controlled channel (Medvedev 2015; Khvostunova 
2013). It is the most viewed Russian state channel in Russia (Khvostunova 2013) and is 
also viewed abroad thanks to its availability via the internet and through satellite and 
cable television in certain countries, including Germany. Given its wide reach in Russia 
and prominent status as the main Russian news channel, this was deemed an important 
news outlet for the analysis of Russian state narratives. Russian speakers abroad are not 
guaranteed to be watching this channel as it requires a special cable or satellite television 
connection, but it also has a strong online presence not only on its website but also on 
social media where its news stories are widely shared, thus allowing its reporting to reach 
a wide global audience.  
RT Deutsch is the German branch of the international Russian state-controlled 
channel RT (formerly known as Russia Today) which predominantly targets an audience 
outside of Russia. It receives a considerable amount of funding from the Russian state 
(Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014) and also follows Kremlin directives regarding its 
reporting according to former employees from the channel (Bodner, Kupfer, and Jardine 
2017). RT Deutsch is only available online whilst the English-speaking channel RT is 
available on television as well. The German online branch of this channel was selected 
instead of the English television channel RT because it has a specific focus on Germany, 
thus making this relevant when analysing Russian state narratives regarding German 
affairs. RT or RT Deutsch do not have a very large presence in the German media sphere, 
but there is a lot of anxiety regarding this channel in Germany as it is often described as 
the main Russian propaganda channel (Pörzgen 2017). It was therefore deemed of great 
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interest to analyse the narratives portrayed in this channel in order to determine whether 
some of that anxiety regarding Russia’s media influence in Germany was justified based 
on the content of its reporting.  
The timeframe selected is based on the official campaigning period in Germany for 
the Bundestag election, which is seven weeks before the election date. This research 
therefore focused on the period between the 6th of August until the 24th of September 
2017. This period was selected as this is a crucial time in which hot-topic issues are 
discussed in the media to scrutinise candidates and to inform the public about relevant 
political questions that may influence the electorate’s choice. Furthermore, in the run-up 
to the election there was wide-spread speculation in the German media and amongst 
experts and politicians about undue influence in the election by Russia through cyber-
attacks or disinformation campaigns, thus prompting the selection of this time-frame to 
analyse whether the latter accusation of disinformation was present in the Russian media 
available in Germany.  
The focus of the thesis was narrowed down to one particularly important political 
issue in Germany during the run-up to the Bundestag election: the migrant crisis. This was 
selected upon examining the German media sphere during the run-up to the election and 
before this period, as public debate and the media were highly preoccupied and critical of 
the handling of the migrant crisis. This topic is furthermore relevant in a broader 
European context, thus making it useful to determine Russian narratives concerning 
Europe and the West.  
In order to narrow down the amount of news articles present within this timeframe; 
three search terms were selected to search for content relevant to the migrant crisis in 
Germany. The first two search terms were: ‘refugee/s’ and ‘migrant/s’. For the German 
language channel, RT Deutsch, the terms ‘Migrant’ (migrant) and ‘Flüchtlinge’ (refugees) 
were chosen. Alternative terms such as ‘Immigration’ (immigration), ‘Migranten’ 
(migrants), ‘Krise’ (crisis) provided a collection of the same articles found using the initial 
search terms, thus indicating that the selected search terms were satisfactory to collect 
relevant news articles. The experience was similar with the Russian language channel, 
Perviy Kanal, as the same search terms were used in Russian, ‘беженец/цы’ (refugee/s) 
and ‘мигрант’ (migrant), and similar alternative versions of these terms, such as 
‘миграция’ (migration) or ‘кризис’ (crisis), also did not provide further articles to the 
ones already found using the initial search terms. On the Russian language channel, the 
term ‘Германия’ (Germany) was used as this provided a further indication as to how 
Germany was portrayed in the Russian media. This term was not used on RT Deutsch since 
this channel already targets a German market. It therefore already has a more specific 
focus on Germany than Perviy Kanal, which in comparison covers topics relevant to a 
Russian audience in addition to general international news.  
 
Qualitative Approach 
 
Different approaches are available when conducting a media analysis (Saldaña 
2011; Altheide 1996; Riffe, Lacy, and Fico 2005), yet in the case of this media analysis a 
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qualitative methodology proved most effective. David Altheide (1996) describes how a 
qualitative approach can be valuable in focusing the analysis on contextual nuances 
around a message, which helps explain the deeper meaning of the message beyond the 
immediate understanding of the words and phrases used. This approach was helpful in 
determining if messages were portrayed or framed in a certain way and whether there is 
a greater narrative present within the reporting of the chosen media outlets. Framing can 
be understood differently, but regarding media and news content this thesis shall follow 
James Tankard's (2001, 101) definition that states: “A frame is a central organizing idea 
for news content that supplies a context and suggests what the issue is through the use of 
selection, emphasis, exclusion, and elaboration.” By examining frames, he suggests that 
the focus of a media analysis thus shifts from looking at what is covered in the media to 
“how an issue or event is portrayed in the news” (ibid, 101). Regarding the focus of this 
thesis, this approach seemed the most appropriate to scrutinise how issues in Germany 
are portrayed in the Russian news and how this can inform our understanding of Russia’s 
narrative about the international political system and global affairs. The use of frames 
therefore helps identify a unique quality to the Russian media that may distinguish it from 
other news outlets.  
The disadvantage of using a qualitative methodology, however, is that it does not 
allow for theory creation and broad generalisations as it is specifically related to the 
selected media outlets and news items, yet it does allow for comparisons to be made and 
inferences to be drawn based on these findings (Altheide 1996). A further drawback is 
that the coding in qualitative research is not as exact as for quantitative research since it 
does to some extent rely on subjective interpretations, which therefore requires more 
extensive summaries regarding the codes and categories used so that they are better 
understood (Altheide 1996). In order to overcome the issue of subjectivity, a random 
selection of coded articles was given to a colleague conducting similar content analysis 
research to ensure that the codes and their application are objectively understandable 
and that the research is repeatable using the same codes.  
 
Research Protocol 
 
The selection of articles from the two media outlets was done in a systematic 
manner by ensuring that the same search terms translated to the relevant languages 
(German or Russian) were used across the outlets. The collection of articles therefore is 
comparable between the two outlets as it reflects all articles categorised by the outlets’ 
archives with the same search terms from the same time-period. By relying on the website 
of these two outlets throughout the research, however, it is possible that some relevant 
news stories were missed using the above described search terms since the websites may 
have different means in which they categorise their news items, meaning that some 
stories may not have been found using the targeted search queries. This thesis therefore 
acknowledges that this is not an analysis of these media outlets in their entirety regarding 
the specific time-frame and subject matter, but that it represents an analysis of a selection 
of news items.  
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In order to track different actors and frames mentioned throughout the news items 
these were coded using codes determined by the researcher with the assistance of the 
‘MaxQDA’ computer programme.2 An initial list of codes was created based on a test run 
of a smaller selection of articles from RT Deutsch looking at articles using the search term 
‘Flüchtlinge’ (refugees) between the 6th and the 13th of August. This list of codes later 
developed throughout the research since new actors or frames emerged as more articles 
were analysed. When a new code was created at a later stage of the research some articles’ 
codes were revised in order to ensure that the coding was done consistently throughout. 
This flexible approach was chosen as this allowed for new frames or topics to be included 
into the research, whilst a more rigid structure with fixed codes determined form the 
outset would not have reflected the full scope of frames and narratives found in the 
Russian media. 
After analysing relations between codes, overarching frames could be identified in 
the Russian media from which greater narratives could be deduced. The framing and 
narratives present are analysed according to different actors identified throughout the 
research as the framing varied greatly between the actors.  
 
Codes explained 
 
Two different categories of codes were used: codes for different actors and codes for 
frames. These categories were selected to assist the analysis stage of the research as this 
made it easier to determine correlations between the different actors and other codes. 
This helped answer the question of how the Russian media portrayed an actor, such as 
Angela Merkel, for instance, in relation to the migrant crisis.  
 
Actors 
 
Different actors are discussed in the selected news items and one of the code 
categories reflects this by assigning relevant actors a code in order to track their coverage 
and their portrayal throughout both media outlets. Germany represents the main focus of 
this study and was assigned its unique code along with more specific codes concerning 
internal actors within Germany. These included: Angela Merkel, her Unionspartei of the 
CDU/CSU comprised of the Christlich-Demokratische Union and the Christlich-Soziale 
Union in Bayern, the ruling coalition partner the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 
(SPD). The other two main mainstream established parties were combined into one 
additional code titled ‘other mainstream parties’ which includes Bündnis/ 90 Die Grünen 
(Green party) and the Freie Demokratische Partei (FDP) as these were mentioned only in 
very few news items. 
                                                             
2 This programme was chosen as it provided a user-friendly software that facilitates the analysis of large 
data sets and furthermore has very useful visualisation tools. All articles from both media outlets were 
uploaded to the programme and coded there. ‘MaxQDA’ proved very useful throughout this process as the 
codes could easily be adjusted when needed and the programme provides different search functions which 
made it easier to go through the large number of news article to identify correlations between codes.  
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The far-right party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) was coded as ‘far-right’ and the 
far-left party Die Linke was coded as ‘far-left’ as other similar parties and movements 
across Europe are mentioned in the examined news items. This helps track wider trends 
about Russian media reporting concerning the migration crisis and similar fringe political 
parties across Europe. This correlation emerged during the research as something rather 
significant and interesting, thus prompting the addition of these supplementary codes. 
The time frame selected represents a crucial period during the German Bundestag 
election which perhaps influenced the focus on German political parties and individual 
politicians in the Russian media. This was also an interesting way in which different 
German actors could be categorised in order to analyse whether there are different frames 
present in the portrayal of politically diverse actors and their relation to the migrant 
crisis.  
Europe and the EU were assigned a unique code each as their separate analysis was 
deemed important to determine Russian narratives concerning the West and Germany’s 
role within it. The terms ‘Europe’ and ‘EU’ are often used interchangeably in the Russian 
media thus making a proper distinction between the two terms difficult. This is especially 
the case regarding wider security issues relating to the migrant crisis on the European 
continent, where the EU may be a central actor but which the media refers to using both 
terms. The researcher’s own interpretation of news items was therefore used to 
determine which term was more appropriate in coding these two actors.  
 
Frames  
 
The frames selected for this research are based on the researchers own 
interpretation of the language used and the context of the stories to overarching 
narratives present within the news outlets. The below listed frames are overwhelmingly 
negative, as this is how the actors in the focus of the thesis were represented in the media 
with an exception for Russia’s positive portrayal and the Pro-Russian frame for certain 
other actors, which occurred seldom and therefore was not further defined.  
 
Codes for frames: Code defined:  
Discord in 
Europe/the West 
Portrayal of disagreement or conflict between European states or 
Western allied states; disunity within Western societies (e.g. 
regarding political viewpoints) 
Disorder/insecuri
ty  
Depiction of chaos (e.g. chaotic migrant camps), violent protests, 
security issues (e.g. secure borders) 
Terrorism/crime High instances of terrorism or criminal behaviour  
Illiberal/unequal Implying high levels of poverty and/or inequality; discrimination 
against certain groups in society 
Undemocratic  Accusations of being undemocratic or lacking a fair political 
system; not fulfilling requirements for a real democracy 
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Corrupt Accusing actors of acting in their own interests when this is not 
beneficial to others; politically motivated behaviour 
Immoral Relating to an actor’s morality or knowingly causing harm to 
others with their actions and or policies 
Dysfunctional/inc
apable 
Not fulfilling their role or tasks properly; implying a lack of skill or 
knowledge  
Double standards Accusations of hypocritical actions (e.g. promoting certain ideals 
and policies but not implementing these oneself)  
Unpopular Accusing actors of lacking support from the public or other actors  
Lack legitimacy  Questioning an actor’s right to power or position  
Not sovereign/ 
independent  
Accusing an actor of not acting independently and/or being 
influenced by another actor 
Worsened 
situation with 
their actions 
Actions of an actor portrayed as having had mainly negative 
outcomes/not meeting its intended goal 
Pro-Russian When Russia is portrayed as a close partner with the West, having 
a positive international role, or when Russia is being defended 
from any accusations   
 
General comment on research findings 
  
In total 256 articles from both news outlets were examined, with more news items 
found on RT Deutsch than on Perviy Kanal.  The analysis of these articles revealed that 
individual frames did not repeatedly appear as often as expected, as there was a vast 
variety of topics covered in the selected articles which were occasionally framed in unique 
ways. There is, however, a consistency in how certain actors are framed in a more negative 
or critical light, which the different frames do indicate. Positive framing was rarely used 
for the main actors of this thesis, such as Germany, its political actors, and the EU. Russia, 
on the other hand, was consistently praised or defended in both media outlets, which is 
unsurprising given the media outlets’ ownership by Russian elites who are close to the 
Russian regime. This is of course not the focus of this work but is noteworthy to 
demonstrate that positive framing does exist, but only for select actors. 
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Chapter 4: Germany in the Russian media 
 
This chapter shall examine the frames used in the Russian media to portray 
Germany in a more generalised manner concerning its handling of the migrant crisis. The 
most relevant frames to this topic shall be further analysed in order to determine the 
presence of an overarching Russian narrative concerning Germany individually and also 
its role in international politics, particularly in Europe where it is the most influential 
member of the EU. The Russian disinformation and media representation of Germany can 
thus be seen to act internally by targeting German domestic politics, but also externally 
regarding its foreign relations, where the migrant crisis is used to highlight failings on 
both levels.  
 
Positive connotation or not relevant to the topic 
 
Some news items show Germany in a positive light by portraying it as a wealthy 
country with a good quality of life, as a global leader in scientific and technological 
developments, and as an important actor in international politics. There were also a few 
human-interest and entertainment stories not directly relevant to this research as they 
did not provide much insight into how Germany is being portrayed. These, along with the 
positive news items, represented only a small proportion of news articles and broadcasts 
about Germany (9 articles). The vast proportion of news items concerning Germany were 
therefore more critical or even negative. Some negative frames are not directly related to 
this thesis’ focus on migration issues and are therefore not discussed in further detail. 
These are still represented in Figure 1 to indicate how the Russian media frames Germany.  
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Figure 1: Germany's negative framing in the media
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Illiberal/unequal  
 
Germany is a wealthy country and the Russian media does acknowledge this, 
however, it frames this as an unequal wealth as there is growing poverty and inequality 
in Germany. Several stories in both media outlets focus on the issue of homelessness in 
German cities and how many average Germans are barely able to make ends meet. RT 
Deutsch features a column entitled ‘News from the underclasses’ (originally: “Neues aus 
den Unterklassen“3) which includes stories and opinion pieces about rising inequality in 
Germany regarding welfare distribution in Germany and unaffordable housing for those 
less-fortunate. This also relates to migrants and refugees, who are described as receiving 
more privileged treatment from the German government than Germans who may require 
state assistance, thus framing Germany as highly unjust in their treatment of people and 
neglecting its own citizens.  
There is a slight contradiction present within the Russian media, as refugees and 
migrants are shown as privileged in some ways, whilst also being framed as the victims 
of inequality and mistreatment by the German state. They are portrayed as being forced 
to live in poor housing and not being able to work until their official status in Germany is 
confirmed, further forcing them to take dangerous or illegal jobs or having to live off an 
insufficient allowance given to them by the state. This implies that these migrants and 
refugees are not well taken care of by the German state which has claimed to welcome 
and provide a haven for these people who have fled their homes to make a better life in 
Germany. This frames Germany in a particularly bad light since it shows that it is not 
capable of fulfilling its duty of care to neither its own citizens nor to refugees and migrants 
seeking shelter in Germany. Contradictions such as this sympathetic but also critical 
discussion of refugee and migrant issues represents a common feature of Russian 
disinformation strategy that tries to capture different viewpoints that still support the 
same overarching narrative. Here it is not important whether one agrees with the 
argument of migrants being a burden and causing inequality or whether they are not 
taken care of by the state, since either argument equally places the blame on the German 
state. The different arguments therefore serve to promote the same strategic narrative 
about Germany’s failed handling of the migrant crisis and simultaneously confuse the 
discussion of this topic by promoting contradictory viewpoints. Russian disinformation 
therefore promotes a Russian narrative regardless of any specific ideology and will use 
arguments from opposing sides (extremely sympathetic or very anti-migrant) to do so.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Discord in Europe/the West  
 
One prominent frame about Germany concerns its relationship with other European 
and Western powers and how this may be deteriorating due to political tensions or 
diplomatic disputes. Germany’s role within the EU is shown as a negative one regarding 
pan-European migration policies, since it is portrayed as trying to force EU member states 
such as Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia to take a quota of refugees into their respective 
                                                             
3 “Neues Aus Den Unterklassen: Das Prinzip ‘Teile Und Herrsche’ Funktioniert.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/56648-neues-aus-unterklassen-teile-und-herrsche/. 
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countries in order to lift the burden off Germany. Germany therefore appears as the bully 
in Europe not only on migration issues, but also on the role and the future of the EU, such 
as on the topic of the expansion of the Schengen zone. Here RT Deutsch reports that 
‘Germany obstructs’ (originally: “Deutschland stellt sich quer” 4) any expansion talks of 
the Schengen zone in the EU despite other countries’ and the EU Commission’s President, 
Jean-Claude Juncker’s, wishes. This therefore frames Germany as the entity in the EU that 
unilaterally controls projects and can therefore disregard collaborative proposals, despite 
the EU’s supposed democratic and collective nature. Germany’s position in the EU is thus 
not a positive one.  
According to the Russian media Germany is experiencing discord not only with its 
partners, but also internally due to its supposedly divisive political landscape. Perviy 
Kanal claims that the migrant crisis ‘divides German society’ (originally: “расколовшая 
немецкое общество”5) and furthermore reports on numerous protests and disturbances 
by fringe party supporters during Chancellor Angela Merkel’s election campaign 
appearances, such as from the AfD. This indicates that Germany is undergoing a political 
crisis where the population is highly dissatisfied with the ruling leadership and internal 
cleavages have become extremely polarised, leading to a return of extreme political views 
in the German political arena.  
 
Disorder/insecurity  
 
This frame carries on from the above-mentioned issue of protests, as Germany is 
shown as being plagued by a constantly protesting population that feels increasingly 
insecure. During the election campaign, protests followed the German Chancellor 
wherever she went, and Perviy Kanal repeatedly reported on growing right-wing protests 
in Germany and in other European countries. This rise of the far-right in Germany is even 
framed as being a ‘scandal’ for Germany,6 which refers to Germany’s fascist past which it 
has tried to overcome but is in danger of returning to by allowing far-right parties into 
parliament. This is quite a dramatic description of the situation in Germany, yet it serves 
to paint a gloomy picture about politics in Germany and people’s discontent with the 
country’s state of affairs. 
The Russian media portrays the German public’s mood as unsure and pessimistic 
about the future due to unsolved migration issues brought about by Merkel’s decision to 
open Germany’s borders to hundreds of thousands of migrants and refugees.7 The open 
borders within the EU are repeatedly framed as problematic and Germany is named as 
one of many European countries where crimes or terrorist activities have been linked to 
                                                             
4  “Juncker vs. de Maizière: Deutschland Gegen Schengen-Ausweitung.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/57347-juncker-vs-de-maiziere-deutschland/. 
5  “В Германии Прошли Единственные Теледебаты Перед Выборами в Бундестаг.” 2017. Первый 
Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-04/331947-
v_germanii_proshli_edinstvennye_teledebaty_pered_vyborami_v_bundestag. 
6 “Рекордное Количество Партий Участвует в Выборах в Парламент Германии.” 2017. Первый Канал. 
2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-24/333173-
rekordnoe_kolichestvo_partiy_uchastvuet_v_vyborah_v_parlament_germanii. 
7 “Partei Der Nichtwähler Vor Neuerlichem Wahlsieg: ‘Die Politik Untergräbt Die Demokratie.’” 2017. RT 
Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/56379-partei-nichtwahler-vor-neuerlichem-wahlsieg/. 
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individuals who should not have been allowed to enter the country, but who managed to 
do so under the guise of being a migrant or refugee, or simply were not detected by the 
authorities. The situation in Germany is therefore framed as unstable and insecure, where 
both media outlets describe border security issues in Germany and in Europe in relation 
to Germany’s open border policy. This places Merkel’s policy at the centre of growing 
insecurity in Germany and beyond. The frame for ‘terrorism/crime’ therefore overlaps 
regarding a few news stories within this more prominent frame. Germany is therefore 
portrayed as failing to deal with migration questions and that this has caused a heightened 
level of insecurity in the country. 
 
Dysfunctional/incapable 
German officials are framed as incapable in relation to ensuring peace and security 
in Germany in the wake of the migrant crisis as there are multiple protests between far-
right and anti-fascist groups in Germany that have escalated into violence. The Russian 
media broadcast and published the same story multiple times concerning far-right anti-
immigrant protests in different European cities, including in Germany, showing images of 
mass police presence during the protests (see Image 18) but also the ensuing violence (see 
Image 29) to emphasize police failures in stopping such escalation. Further failures of 
German officials relate to the policing of migrants, as especially RT Deutsch reported on 
the escape of arrested illegal migrants from German custody and their continued 
disappearance.10 This frames the German police as incapable of maintaining security, as 
protests escalate despite a police presence and migrants manage to flee and avoid further 
detection by the police. The migration crisis in Germany has therefore allegedly 
overwhelmed officials and is portrayed as being mishandled in numerous ways. 
Migration policies by the German government are furthermore described as highly 
dysfunctional in both media outlets, but RT Deutsch is especially negative in its reporting 
                                                             
8 “В Европейских Странах Прошли Демонстрации Ультраправых, Которые Вышли 
с Антимигрантскими Лозунгами.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-
20/331089-
v_evropeyskih_stranah_proshli_demonstratsii_ultrapravyh_kotorye_vyshli_s_antimigrantskimi_lozungami. 
[00:11] 
9 Демонстрации Ультраправых, Которые Вышли с Антимигрантскими Лозунгами.” 2017. Первый 
Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-20/331079-
srazu_v_neskolkih_evropeyskih_stranah_proshli_demonstratsii_ultrapravyh_kotorye_vyshli_s_antimigrant
skimi_lozungami. [00:17] 
10 “Zwei Tage Nach Einschleusung: 48 Illegal Eingereiste Migranten in Brandenburg Verschwunden.” 
2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/newsticker/57522-zwei-tage-nach-einschleusung-48/. 
Image 1 Image 2 
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by mocking any claims by German officials that their policies have been a success, such as 
in the case of the refugee policy coordinator, Peter Altmaier’s, comment stating that there 
is no integration crisis in Germany. RT Deutsch criticised this as a ‘party-political 
calculation’ before the election (originally: “parteipolitisches Kalkül”) or as an indication 
of ‘lacking intercultural competence’ (“mangelnde interkulturelle Kompetenz”). 11  This 
therefore accuses Altmaier of politically-motivated behaviour, intending to boost his 
party’s appearance in the upcoming election, or that he is incapable in his position due to 
such clearly false comments. Either way, such accusations against government officials 
discredit not only them as an individual but furthermore reflects badly on their entire 
party and government, which adds to the overly negative image portrayed in both outlets 
concerning the handling of the migration crisis in Germany.  
 
Double standards 
 
Germany is accused of having double standards regarding multiple of the previously 
mentioned frames. Its migration policy is seen as especially hypocritical since certain 
countries are deemed safe to return to whilst others are not, which means that asylum 
seekers may be rejected in Germany based on their country of origin even if there is an 
ongoing conflict there. This alleges that not every individual is treated equally despite the 
German government’s claims of respecting human rights, which according to Germany’s 
moral interpretation of this includes the protection of those fleeing their country of origin 
(Momin 2017). Not every person fleeing to Germany is, however, automatically offered 
protection or even considered to be a refugee, thus leading to deportations of many 
people against their wishes and the endangerment of their lives. The Russian media thus 
criticises the presumed protection of human rights in Germany and dismisses any 
normative arguments used to describe Germany’s foreign or migration policies.  
The Russian media also criticises the classification of ‘safe’ countries as hypocritical 
since Germany’s position regarding Syria, which is not considered to be safe, is 
supposedly politically influenced due to its support of the Western agenda of regime 
change. Both outlets claim that many Western countries have declared that 
reconstruction and returnees will only be supported after the current regime has been 
removed, regardless of the wishes of those that have fled the country and wish to return.12 
Germany’s position regarding Syria and Syrians is therefore not motivated by human 
rights concerns but is in fact framed as a political decision based on Western objectives in 
the country. Germany therefore falls within the same group of the hypocritical West, 
which shall be examined in more detail later on.  
 
 
 
                                                             
11 “Flüchtlingskoordinator Altmaier Spricht Zur Lage Der Migration: Es Gibt Keine Integrationskrise.” 2017. 
RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56178-es-gibt-keine-integrationskrise-
fluechtlingskoordinator/. 
12  “Wiederaufbau in Syrien: Westen Lehnt Beteiligung Ab Und Hält an Regime-Change Fest.” 2017. RT 
Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/der-nahe-osten/57619-wiederaufbau-in-syrien-westen-lehnt-
beteiligung-ab/. 
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Summary: Disinformation against Germany on two levels 
 
This analysis of frames in Perviy Kanal and RT Deutsch indicates an attempt to 
discredit Germany in these Russian media outlets. This is done on two levels: the internal 
and external level where weaknesses are found and exploited in Germany’s domestic 
sphere and its foreign relations. The migrant crisis has become such a weakness, as there 
are disputes amongst the German populace concerning the large influx of refugees and 
migrants in their country whilst externally Germany is in disagreement with other 
European powers over a pan-European solution to the migrant crisis.  
 
Internal level 
 
Regarding Germany’s domestic sphere the Russian media have used the migration 
crisis as an effective means to portray Germany in a negative manner, as there have been 
growing internal tensions concerning immigration policies leading to political turmoil in 
Germany. The migrant crisis has been described in relation to the mishandling of the 
situation on a political level; as a security risk since the police are unable to keep track of 
new arrivals which can lead to criminal entities entering the country; as a source of mass 
discontent in Germany causing growing societal divisions. This has allowed Russian 
media outlets to frame Germany as an unstable country with heightened security issues 
which feeds into a narrative of Germany becoming a less powerful and attractive pole of 
influence in the world since it is preoccupied with its own internal issues. This aims to 
weaken Germany’s dominance abroad, in turn strengthening Russia’s international 
standing and facilitating the collapse of German-centric European relations. Angela 
Merkel is commonly associated with problems in Germany, as her political career is 
framed as having brought about this current state of instability in Germany. Her 
leadership capabilities are questioned not only domestically in Germany, but also on the 
global stage where she is a prominent figure, which therefore discredits hers and 
Germany’s international position. Further frames concerning the Chancellor and other 
political actors in Germany shall be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.  
 
External level 
 
Germany’s relations with its European neighbours is a common topic allowing for 
the Russian media to discredit Germany, as Germany is shown here as forcing its will upon 
many other states, especially concerning the migrant crisis. Grievances by some EU 
member states against refugee policies imposed by the EU, and strongly promoted by 
Germany, are elevated in the Russian media to indicate deeper underlying rifts in the EU. 
These rifts are allegedly based on existing inequalities between EU member states, where 
Germany has a more dominant role within the union than other states and which becomes 
more pronounced when policies such as the refugee quota system are enforced against 
the wishes of other states. Germany’s role as a leader in Europe is thus framed in a 
negative way, which plays into a strategic Russian goal of weakening the union from 
which it has been excluded (Kohler 2016; Polyakova et al. 2016) by discrediting actors 
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within it and the institution itself. Germany is therefore an especially important target in 
this narrative against the EU as it can be instrumentalised to highlight inequalities in the 
union and further stoke anti-EU sentiments in other countries who disagree with EU-level 
policies enforced by more powerful Western member states such as Germany. The 
European aspect of Germany’s portrayal in the media and the relevance of this to Russian 
narratives shall be further examined in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 5: Actors within Germany 
 
Germany is not just discussed as one coherent actor in the Russian media. Especially 
during this pre-election period, the two outlets try to present positions by different 
political parties and politicians regarding the migrant crisis. The way they are presented, 
however, indicates a certain bias against some actors, which in this case refers to the 
highly critical portrayal of Angela Merkel in both outlets whereas anti-establishment 
parties from the far-right and far-left are portrayed as slightly better alternatives for 
voters than the other mainstream parties. A significant part of this chapter shall discuss 
how Angela Merkel is framed, since her policies have been highly criticised, and she is the 
leading politician in Germany and represents an influential figure abroad, thus placing her 
in the centre of international issues such as the migrant crisis in Europe. This differential 
portrayal of actors in Germany shall be further examined to determine how they are used 
to further Russian narratives and goals in Europe.  
 
Angela Merkel  
 
Throughout the analysis of the selected media outlets Angela Merkel emerged as a 
topic of interest, as her policy of welcoming refugees and migrants in to Germany is 
heavily scrutinised in the German and global media. She has become the target of anger 
for many Euro-sceptic and anti-immigrant groups in Germany and Europe, who see her 
‘open-doors’ policy, which is referred to as her Wilkommenskultur in German, as 
dangerous.  
In general Merkel featured in almost a third (27%) of the selected articles and was 
more prominent on RT Deutsch than on Perviy Kanal. Her portrayal in the media outlets is 
overwhelmingly negative, with occasional positive or more neutral stories about her as a 
partner to Russian officials in international crisis situations. The diplomatic tensions with 
North Korea are an example of this, where Angela Merkel sided with Russia in wanting to 
de-escalate the rhetoric between America and North Korea. This, however, is a more 
general view on Germany and her position as Germany’s leader rather than indicating any 
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Figure 2: Angela Merkel's negative framing in the media
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positive framing of her specifically. Given the focus on the migration crisis in this analysis 
it can be concluded that Merkel is generally shown as having failed, which shall be broken 
down into more detail according to the most prominent negative frames used by both 
media outlets (see Figure 2).  
 
Unpopular 
 
During Angela Merkel’s campaign trail the Russian media almost exclusively 
described this as being followed by protests, with many articles using words implying 
loud protests such as shouting and booing or repeating an instance in which protesters 
threw tomatoes at her (originally: “Свист […] Томатные Атаки” 13 ; “крики” 14 and 
“Ohrenbetäubender Protest”15). 11 articles across both outlets mention such words in 
relation to Merkel’s election campaign, thus framing her as being a highly unpopular 
politician in Germany.  
This unpopularity is especially in relation to her Wilkommenskultur, which is framed 
as being her own illegal initiative that was pursued without consulting parliament or the 
German people. It is also framed as a failed rhetoric by the government which has avoided 
developing real solutions to the migration crisis and has instead relied on German citizens 
to shoulder the burden.16 This has divided people in Germany, with many disagreeing 
with the Chancellor’s policy, and is also framed as something that puts her legitimacy as a 
democratic leader in question since she allegedly acted unilaterally in this regard. The 
refugee and migrant crisis and any disapproval of this is tied to Angela Merkel personally, 
thus making it her failure and thus warranting her high unpopularity. Her unpopularity, 
in turn, supports the frame concerning Germany as an undemocratic state, since this 
portrays her as being a leader that does not enjoy the majority of people’s support and 
thus does not represent the people’s voice. This represents a common disinformation 
strategy, where the fact of protests surrounding her migration policy is distorted and 
exaggerated leading the Russian media to question her authority as a democratic leader. 
Both outlets fail to provide a more balanced view on this as they do not cover stories of 
those that may support her migration policy or show successes regarding the integration 
and acceptance of refugees and migrants into German society. There is therefore a strong 
bias against Merkel present in the Russian media regarding her handling of the crisis and 
concerning her role in other German domestic and foreign policies.  
 
 
 
                                                             
13 “Ангела Меркель Готовится к Победе На Выборах в Бундестаг, Несмотря На Свист и Томатные 
Атаки.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-18/332872-
angela_merkel_gotovitsya_k_pobede_na_vyborah_v_bundestag_nesmotrya_na_svist_i_tomatnye_ataki. 
14 “В Германии в Теледебатах Перед Выборами в Бундестаг Участвовали Ангела Меркель и Мартин 
Шульц.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-04/331976-
v_germanii_v_teledebatah_pered_vyborami_v_bundestag_uchastvovali_angela_merkel_i_martin_shults. 
15 “Harter Wahlkampf Für Merkel – Erneut Ohrenbetäubender Protest Bei Auftritt Der Kanzlerin.” 2017. RT 
Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/kurzclips/56911-harter-wahlkampf-merkel-brandenburg/. 
16 “Flüchtlingskoordinator Altmaier Spricht Zur Lage Der Migration: Es Gibt Keine Integrationskrise.” 2017. 
RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56178-es-gibt-keine-integrationskrise-
fluechtlingskoordinator/. 
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Dysfunctional/incapable 
 
The Russian media not only attacks her migration policies but also blames her 
personally for the growing discord in German society, since it was allegedly her migration 
policy and her leadership which has caused Germany to become less secure, unequal, and 
more divided than ever. Merkel and her entire Unionspartei is framed as dysfunctional 
since there appears to be a lot of internal disagreement, such as the dispute between 
Angela Merkel and the head of her sister-party, Horst Seehofer from the CSU, who opposes 
her migration policies and demands an upper limit to the number of refugees allowed to 
reside in Germany. Such internal quarrelling reflects poorly on Merkel’s leadership skills, 
as this allegedly indicates a collapse of her own supporter base and her inability to unite 
not just her own party but also the country. She is therefore portrayed as a divisive 
character in German politics. 
 
Corrupt 
 
Angela Merkel is not overtly accused of corruption, but the Russian media portrays 
her as a self-interested political actor that acts in such a way as to ensure her re-election 
rather than trying to implement any real positive change in Germany. Her actions are 
therefore framed as politically motivated and selfish. This includes the way in which she 
has dealt with migration issues, as this has supposedly been left unresolved to allow her 
to get re-elected by avoiding any decisions that may make her even more unpopular or 
threaten her hold on power. She is also shown to be a politically savvy actor, or a ‘political 
talent’ (originally: “Такой вот политический талант” 17 ), which has a negative 
connotation as she is accused of changing her policies to match public opinions and gain 
favour with allies that are politically useful to her. The Russian media goes one step 
further in these accusations by claiming that Merkel is lying to the public or hiding the 
truth, 18  which is especially the case when speaking about migration issues. Here the 
media outlets allege that she distorts the facts to maintain her hold on power and maintain 
public support, thus framing her as a dishonest actor.  
 
Summary: Angela Merkel and the migrant crisis  
 
There were a lot of negative frames that overlapped between Angela Merkel and the 
migrant crisis in the Russian media. The analysed news items indicate that the Russian 
media questions the legitimacy of her decisions regarding the migrant crisis, as this is 
framed as her personal agenda that was not adequately thought through and has now 
caused numerous issues in Germany. This includes issues such as the increase of 
undocumented migrants who must now be processed and screened to ensure that 
Germany’s security does not become compromised. Furthermore, her actions have caused 
                                                             
17  “В Германии Завершено Голосование в Парламент Страны и Стали Известны Первые 
Результаты.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-24/333202-
v_germanii_zaversheno_golosovanie_v_parlament_strany_i_stali_izvestny_pervye_rezultaty. 
18 "Partei-Dossier Zu Bündnis 90/Die Grünen.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56214-partei-dossier-zu-buendnis-90-die-gruenen/. 
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insecurity and pessimism in Germany as she has continued with her policies despite 
growing disapproval by the public and even her own party members, thus dividing the 
country and further aggravating any societal divides and concerns regarding refugees and 
migrants. Both media outlets quote multiple actors that criticise Merkel’s policies with 
only occasional instances in which her policies are not shown in a negative light. These, 
however, tend to feature direct quotes only from Angela Merkel herself and do not cite 
other actors supportive of her. The outlets thus predominantly cover Merkel and her 
approach to the migrant crisis in a highly critical and negative way.  
It is important to note, however, that this negative press about the migrant crisis is 
mostly in relation to other actors, such as Germany in general, Angela Merkel, or Europe. 
When discussing the plight of refugees and migrants, both outlets are rather sympathetic 
and highlight their trauma. Specifically for Germany, however, Angela Merkel is the main 
culprit of a failing migration policy and any further issues associated with this.  
 
Why is Angela Merkel portrayed so negatively in the Russian media?   
 
Angela Merkel is directly attacked in these media outlets and is blamed for any of 
Germany’s woes, but how does this serve the Russian narrative? This is one of many ways 
in which the ‘enemy’ can be discredited and denigrated in order to reduce their authority. 
Angela Merkel can be classified as such a Russian enemy for numerous reasons. She has 
been a strong proponent of maintaining the EU’s sanctions against Russia and has 
continued to side with Ukraine throughout the conflict. Within the ‘Normandy Format’, a 
contact group in which Germany, France, Russia, and Ukraine negotiate possible 
resolutions to the conflict in eastern Ukraine, Chancellor Angela Merkel represents the 
opposing counterpart to President Vladimir Putin. Her strong advocacy for diplomatic 
solutions to the conflict and heavy criticism towards Russia (Dempsey 2015) explain her 
personal targeting in the Russian media, since these resolutely defend Russia’s position 
concerning the conflict in Ukraine and the related peace talks. She also holds a strong 
leadership position in Europe, which therefore makes her and Germany a strong 
competitor for influence on the continent. Angela Merkel is also a prime target for Russian 
disinformation as there are genuine concerns in Germany over her approach to different 
issues which allows the Russian media to manipulate this already existing political divide 
to insert a Russian narrative and agenda into German political debates. This agenda refers 
to Russia’s pursuit of its geopolitical interests in Europe which policies such as the 
sanctions regime inhibits, thus explaining Russian attempts to discredit those that 
support the sanctions. Migration policy has therefore become a useful tool for Russia with 
which it can attack Angela Merkel in a way that is already present in German politics and 
which allows Russia to stoke anti-Merkel and anti-establishment sentiments in Germany.  
 
Other mainstream parties  
 
Most of the other mainstream parties and their politicians were similarly criticised 
to Angela Merkel and her Unionspartei, with some exceptions for certain actors who have 
a less critical outlook on Russia and the Russian media, such as former German Chancellor 
Gerhard Schröder from the SPD, who enjoyed some praise in the Russian media for his 
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defence of closer cooperation with Russia during and following his chancellorship. 19 
Other politicians that enjoy a more positive coverage in the Russian media also advocate 
for a better cooperation with Russia and call for the end of sanctions and any other anti-
Russian policies, thus indicating that there is a strong bias towards Russia’s position in 
these outlets and that there is a very unbalanced coverage of German actors based on their 
stance towards Russia.   
In general, however, mainstream parties in Germany are not depicted favourably in 
these news outlets as they are shown to either have double standards such as in their 
criticism of Russia or that they are corrupt and dysfunctional as a political party as they 
change their values to promote their political goals. The news items concerning other 
parties such as the Greens or the FDP, however, were very few in number and therefore 
do not offer a clear indication of any particular framing concerning these parties.  
 
Fringe parties: the far-right  
 
The AfD is the most vocal opponent of Angela Merkel’s migration policy and is 
mentioned predominantly in RT Deutsch which reports on their various critical remarks. 
This party is not only framed in a positive light in the Russian media, but accusations 
lobbied against AfD-voters of being fascist are highly criticised; this is seen as being 
undemocratic and as demonising those who may disagree with the status quo in Germany. 
RT Deutsch seems to even defend the party by reporting on how tolerant the party 
members really are during its coverage of a congress for and concerning 
Russlanddeutsche, where people of colour were present and yet no racist remarks were 
made.20 The mentioning of this fact in this report is somewhat arbitrary and does not 
concern the party’s policies or the topics covered by the speakers during this congress. 
However, its inclusion indicates that RT Deutsch deemed this important because it helps 
portray the party in a positive light and helps refute the accusations of intolerance lobbied 
against the party by Western mainstream media and by other politicians in Germany.  
This coverage of the AfD’s Russlanddeutsche congress furthermore depicts this party 
as the only political party that could represent the Russlanddeutsche community in the 
Bundestag.21 This is echoed in a report by Perviy Kanal which claims that the party reflects 
the community’s conservative values. 22 This report also features interviews with several 
Russian speakers in Germany who voice their discontent concerning politics in the 
country, thus depicting yet another unsatisfied population group in Germany which 
rejects mainstream political parties. The choice to explicitly mention this group is not a 
random one, since there are existing fears in Germany that the Russlanddeutsche feel 
                                                             
19  “Вашингтон Пытается За Европейский Счет Вести Санкционную Войну Против России.” 2017. 
Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-20/331099-
vashington_pytaetsya_za_evropeyskiy_schet_vesti_sanktsionnuyu_voynu_protiv_rossii. 
20  “Russlandkongress Der AfD: Viel Getöse Um Vier Sätze Programm.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/55641-russlandkongress-afd-viel-getose-programm-außenpolitik-
russland/. 
21 Ibid. 
22 “Ангела Меркель Готовится к Победе На Выборах в Бундестаг, Несмотря На Свист и Томатные 
Атаки.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-18/332872-
angela_merkel_gotovitsya_k_pobede_na_vyborah_v_bundestag_nesmotrya_na_svist_i_tomatnye_ataki. 
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somewhat marginalised from German society (Worbs et al. 2013). By framing Germany’s 
political parties as failures regarding their representation of this population group, the 
Russian media can exploit this lack of cohesion in Germany and aggravate societal rifts. 
This represents a common strategy in which existing weaknesses are manipulated to 
further incite disunity and chaos in a country (Lucas and Nimmo 2015). In this case the 
Russlanddeutsche group embody the point of weakness in German society and can be used 
to stoke anti-government sentiments. These two reports23 (in addition to two further 
follow-up reports24), however, represent the sole instances in which the Russlanddeutsche 
were specifically mentioned, thus indicating that they are not a major focus of Russian 
disinformation. The more important aspect of these reports is the framing of the AfD as 
the political solution for these and many other disappointed population groups in 
Germany who have become disillusioned by established politicians and their parties.  
There is also more critical coverage of the AfD, such as when the public calls the 
party racist during interviews with RT Deutsch 25  or when AfD party members make 
problematic statements concerning refugees.26  These news items, however, are much 
shorter in length and with less detail than the more positive news items on the AfD where 
in-depth interviews are held with party members. The critical reports are therefore not 
the more prevalent frame in which the Russian media reports about this party.  
An explanation for the Russian media’s positive portrayal of this party relates to its 
pro-Russian outlook. The far-right code and pro-Russian code overlapped 10 out of the 
60 instances where the far-right was mentioned, thus indicating that there is a correlation 
between the far-right and a positive outlook towards Russia. Pro-Russian stories 
concerning the far-right include their advocacy for better relations with Russia and for 
dropping anti-Russian sanctions. 27  The Russian media also emphasizes the growing 
popularity of this party in Germany, as unhappiness concerning refugees and migrants in 
addition to growing inequality allegedly pushes people to vote for the AfD. 28  This 
combination of being critical towards Angela Merkel and voicing pro-Russian views 
makes the AfD an ideal partner for Russian disinformation and the promotion of Russian 
narratives and interests in Germany. The contrasting image in the Russian media of 
                                                             
23  “Russlandkongress Der AfD: Viel Getöse Um Vier Sätze Programm.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/55641-russlandkongress-afd-viel-getose-programm-außenpolitik-
russland/.; “Ангела Меркель Готовится к Победе На Выборах в Бундестаг, Несмотря На Свист 
и Томатные Атаки.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-09-18/332872-
angela_merkel_gotovitsya_k_pobede_na_vyborah_v_bundestag_nesmotrya_na_svist_i_tomatnye_ataki. 
24 “AfD Wirbt Um Spätaussiedler: Alternative Für Russlanddeutsche?” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/55551-afd-wirbt-um-spataussiedler/.; “‘Kriegt Endlich Mal Eier in Die 
Hose’: Der Russlandkongress Der AfD.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/55717-
afd-will-fur-freundschaft-mit-russland-russlandkongress-afd-außenpolitik-nato-kritik-neue-rechte/. 
25 “Partei-Dossier Zur AfD.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56208-partei-dossier-
zur-afd/. 
26  “AfD-Politikerin Fordert Flüchtlingsboote Samt Inhalt Zu Versenken – Staatsanwaltschaft Ermittelt.” 
2017. RT Deutsch. August 9, 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/55406-afd-politikerin-fluchtlinge-
versenken-staatsanwaltschaft/. 
27  “Russlandkongress Der AfD: Viel Getöse Um Vier Sätze Programm.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/55641-russlandkongress-afd-viel-getose-programm-außenpolitik-
russland/. 
28 “Neues Aus Den Unterklassen: Das Prinzip ‘Teile Und Herrsche’ Funktioniert.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/56648-neues-aus-unterklassen-teile-und-herrsche/. 
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Angela Merkel’s unpopularity and the AfD’s rise in Germany facilitates the narrative of her 
failed leadership and Germany’s ensuing political chaos, where the AfD is framed as the 
sole opposition to failed mainstream politics in the country. Concerning the migrant crisis, 
the AfD are thus positioned as the only option for Germans who wish to reign in migration, 
which in turn allows the Russian media to promote this pro-Russian actor to their 
audience by using the emotive topic of migration as a means to attract people to this 
political actor. 
There is a strong bias and contradictory manner in which these outlets report on the 
far-right, which can be seen in Perviy Kanal’s numerous broadcasts on far-right protests 
in Europe 29  where these are framed as causing increased insecurity and discord in 
Europe, which stands in contrast to how the AfD is framed in Germany as the good 
political alternative to Angela Merkel. The far-right is thus both the answer to solving 
political crises in one context whilst also being dangerous in another, which demonstrates 
the manipulative way in which the same subject can be used by the Russian media to 
promote Russian narratives and interests. In this case it can show Europe in turmoil 
whilst simultaneously stoking anti-establishment sentiments held by the far-right which 
aims to disrupt the status quo.  
 
Fringe parties: the far-left  
 
This code did not apply to news items as frequently as the far-right code and relates 
mainly to RT Deutsch’s coverage of the far-left party Die Linke in Germany. Through this 
outlet’s interviews with Die Linke’s leader, Sahra Wagenknecht, it becomes apparent that 
there is a strong bias regarding RT Deutsch’s political position, as there are several leading 
questions, such as: ‘Could Angela Merkel be seen as the successor of US-politics in 
Europe?’ (originally: “Kann Merkel as Nachfolgerin der US-Politik in Europa betrachtet 
werden?“ 30 ). This implies that there is a preconception of Angela Merkel being too 
strongly influenced by the US and not acting independently for Germany’s own interests, 
thus further discrediting her as a legitimate actor. In an interview with the Die Linke Party 
Chairman, Bernd Riexinger, interview questions were formulated in an equally biased 
manner, such as: ‘Regarding the sense or nonsense of sanctions against Russia’ (originally: 
                                                             
29  “Сразу в Нескольких Европейских Странах Прошли Демонстрации Ультраправых, Которые 
Вышли с Антимигрантскими Лозунгами.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. 
https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-20/331079-
srazu_v_neskolkih_evropeyskih_stranah_proshli_demonstratsii_ultrapravyh_kotorye_vyshli_s_antimigrant
skimi_lozungami.; “В Европейских Странах Прошли Демонстрации Ультраправых, Которые Вышли 
с Антимигрантскими Лозунгами.” 2017. Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-
20/331089-
v_evropeyskih_stranah_proshli_demonstratsii_ultrapravyh_kotorye_vyshli_s_antimigrantskimi_lozungami.
; “В Нескольких Европейских Странах Прошли Демонстрации Ультраправых.” 2017. Первый Канал. 
2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-20/331100-
v_neskolkih_evropeyskih_stranah_proshli_demonstratsii_ultrapravyh. 
30 See time stamp 01:48 in video “‘Merkel hat versagt‘- Das große RT-Interview mit Sahra Wagenknecht“ 
found on: “Partei-Dossier Zur Linkspartei.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56215-
partei-dossier-zur-linken-wagenknecht-bartsch/. 
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“Was Sinn und Unsinn der Sanktionen gegen Russland angeht”31), which indicates a very 
negative stance by RT Deutsch towards the Russian sanctions. This position is shared by 
Die Linke, who have called the sanctions a further ploy by the US to influence European 
politics.32 These interviews thus appear to not really scrutinise the party itself but rather 
serve to further criticise mainstream parties and actors, such as Angela Merkel, and 
promote pro-Russian voices and viewpoints in Germany.  
 
Fringe parties and the Russian narrative 
 
The way in which both the far-right and far-left parties are portrayed in the Russian 
media correlates to how Russia targets contrasting groups ignoring their ideology or 
politics as long as they share Russia’s anti-Western perspective. Here the Russian media 
promotes the AfD’s anti-establishment and Eurosceptic rhetoric as this helps promote its 
own narrative of the EU’s decay in Europe, which is described as such due to alleged 
growing internal disputes and discontent amongst European citizens. The far-left is given 
a platform in the Russian media due to its very anti-American stance which supports 
Russian narratives of being the victim rather than the aggressor during the current 
political tensions between itself and the West (Pynnöniemi and Rácz 2016; Иноземцев 
2017). The inflammatory language of these fringe parties is repeated by the media outlets 
and stated as if they were true facts, thus offering a very one-sided view on issues such as 
migration and foreign policy, which these parties see as mismanaged by those in power.  
The Russian media therefore follows Marlene Laruelle's (2015) concept of Russia’s 
“bedfellowing” policy since it has equally promoted these two political parties that lie at 
the extreme opposing ends of the political spectrum because they support selective 
aspects of Russia’s narratives concerning the West. This alliance between Russian media 
outlets and extreme fringe parties demonstrates a Russian strategy to try and disrupt or 
even influence politics abroad by supporting such non-mainstream parties either by 
providing them with platforms in the Russian media or even supporting them financially 
(Pomerantsev and Weiss 2014). The AfD has been given more prominence than Die Linke 
party in the media outlets as it has been widely discussed and enjoys more popular 
support in Germany, thus representing a more likely candidate to agitate German politics. 
The migrant crisis acts as a backdrop to this alliance between Russia and extreme political 
parties as this political issue has allowed Russia to use both sides of the political spectrum 
to equally criticise the German government and thus promote a Russian agenda.  
This tactic furthermore serves to undermine the existing political structure in 
Germany by elevating more Russian-friendly actors into the media sphere and therefore 
into the political mainstream which has been dominated by politicians such as Angela 
Merkel, whom Russia sees as a threat to its interests in Europe. The degree of success in 
this is not clear as Russian media outlets have a limited reach in Germany and the effect 
of this on policies is difficult to measure. Yet given the timing of these news items during 
the election campaign this is rather significant, as it could represent a form of voter 
                                                             
31“RT-Sommerinterview mit Linken-Chef Bernd Riexinger: ‚Merkel muss Kotau vor den USA beenden‘“ 
found on: “Partei-Dossier Zur Linkspartei.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/inland/56215-
partei-dossier-zur-linken-wagenknecht-bartsch/ [20:36]. 
32 Ibid.  
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manipulation by sowing doubt in people’s minds concerning their current political 
leaders whilst showing alternative candidates or parties more positively. The effect of this 
portrayal of political actors in the media and voter behaviour is, however, not the focus of 
this thesis and represents a subject for future research.  
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Chapter 6: Germany and Europe in Russia’s narrative 
 
The framing of Germany’s handling of the migrant crisis has been overwhelmingly 
negative and linked to specific actors such as Angela Merkel. It is, however, not a unique 
issue to Germany as the migrant crisis affects all of the EU and the wider European 
continent. Frames concerning German mismanagement also appear in the Russian media 
when analysing a broader European or EU migrant policy, where similar criticisms are 
used to discredit the entire union. As previously analysed it is clear that Germany is facing 
instances of Russian disinformation due to its international political presence and role in 
regional politics, which affects Russia’s ability to pursue its interests on the continent. It 
is the wider European context which has prompted Russia’s disinformation attacks on 
Germany, thus necessitating a wider look at how Russia portrays Europe in its media in 
order to gain a better understanding of how Germany is situated in Russia’s anti-Western 
narrative.  
The previous chapter has examined micro-level actors within Germany, thus 
providing a deeper insight into how Russian disinformation and narratives are spread and 
manifest themselves in Germany internally. This chapter, however, shall examine a wider 
perspective on Germany and its position in Europe by scrutinising how Europe and the 
West is portrayed in the Russian media. The West can be broken down into the US or 
Europe and the EU, but for the sake of this thesis this chapter shall mainly focus on the 
West’s more European aspect (for a general summary of the West’s framing see Figure 3) 
as this is where Germany is considered to be a major political actor and where the migrant 
crisis has been a region-wide issue.  
 
The EU and Europe 
 
This section shall first examine frames that are important to the two terms together, 
and then shall focus on the EU as a separate actor. This emerged as the more significant 
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actor during this research in relation to the refugee and migrant crisis since it has the 
capability of setting and implementing policies concerning migration.  
 
Disorder/insecurity & Terrorism/crime  
 
A common frame across the different news items concerning the refugee and 
migrant crisis is the growing insecurity in Europe, where this influx of people has allowed 
for criminals and terrorists to move freely around Europe and the EU without being 
detected. Ten articles across both outlets discuss the growing instances and threats of 
terrorist attacks in European cities including in Germany. This is, according to the outlets, 
especially prevalent in countries where many refugees and migrants arrive, such as Spain, 
which is overwhelmed by the number of new arrivals and thus allegedly fails to monitor 
these people.33 This represents a security breach for the entire EU and also for Europe. 
The Russian media therefore frames the open borders in the EU and the free movement 
of refugees and migrants as a highly dangerous situation. One French mayor conducting 
an interview with RT Deutsch has called security proposals for the Schengen zone ‘utopian 
and without any effect’ (originally: "Utopisch Und Ohne Wirkung”) and the same article 
goes on to state that a pan-EU security service would be a ‘pipe dream’ (originally: 
“Traumtänzerei”), thus mocking any overarching European security project and citing 
actors that are similarly critical of the EU.34 Europe is therefore framed as being in turmoil 
due to the high number of refugees and migrants entering the EU.  
 
The EU 
 
Discord in Europe/the West 
 
The EU is more negatively portrayed than Europe, especially regarding the migrant 
crisis. A common frame concerning this is the growing discord between EU member states 
on how to deal with the crisis and what the future of the Schengen zone may be. Countries 
such as Hungary, Slovakia, and Poland disagree with EU policies and this dispute is 
portrayed as a strain on the wider EU project which could lead to the union’s demise.35 
This discord between EU member states is linked to Germany’s leading position in the EU 
where it has advocated for a new quota system that forces EU states to take a certain 
number of refugees. This policy was not agreed upon by all member states and thus is 
framed as an undemocratic decision going against the supposed EU norm of seeking 
unanimous agreement before such decisions are made.36 Germany, and especially Angela 
                                                             
33 “Ausschiffung von Dutzenden Flüchtlingen Aus Afrika Überrascht Strandbesucher in Spanien [VIDEO].” 
2017. RT Deutsch. August 10, 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/newsticker/55481-ausschiffung-von-
dutzenden-fluchtlingen-aus/. 
34 “Schengener Abkommen Ist ‘utopisch’ Und Ohne Wirkung - Französischer Bürgermeister Im Gespräch 
Mit RT.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/europa/56628-utopian-schengen-agreement-
not-working/. 
35  “EuGH-Urteil Zu Flüchtlingsquoten Spaltet Die EU.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/europa/57024-eugh-urteil-zu-fluechtlingsquoten-spaltet-die-eu/. 
36 “Flüchtlingsstreit: Europäischer Gerichtshof Urteilt Über EU-Ungehorsam Ungarns Und Der Slowakei.” 
2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/europa/56845-wegweisendes-eugh-urteil-zur-
fluchtlingsverteilung/. 
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Merkel, are portrayed as being the dictatorial actors in Europe that force others to comply 
to their EU directives,37 which therefore frames the EU as a hierarchical and unequal 
union. This quota system is seen as unjust by many actors, such as Hungary’s Foreign 
Minister, who claims that this system represents the ‘rape of European rights and 
European norms’ (originally: "Vergewaltigung europäischen Rechts und europäischer 
Werte"38). This extreme language is not used in RT Deutsch’s own reporting, yet it reflects 
the framing used in the media of a growing divide between EU member states concerning 
refugee and migrant questions and that anti-EU rhetoric is becoming more prominent in 
mainstream politics across Europe.  
 
Immoral & Double standards 
 
The EU’s handling of the migrant crisis is highly criticised in the Russian media, 
which frames this as an indication of the EU losing its morality and its position as the 
defender of human rights. The EU is shown to support practices that allow for human 
suffering, such as its cooperation with the Libyan coast guard which has been violent 
towards migrants trying to cross the Mediterranean. These and other practices are seen 
as immoral, since human losses are taken into account in order to secure the EU border, 
thus making the EU complicit in harming migrants.39 This frame and argumentation is 
also used against Germany, as Germany was an integral player in creating this EU-Libyan 
cooperation, for example, aiming to try and reduce the number of migrants reaching the 
EU’s shores.  
The immorality of the EU is also shown in relation to how certain EU member states 
treat refugees and migrants once they are in their country. Some news items report on 
violence committed against refugees and migrants, such as in the case of police raids on 
makeshift refugee shelters.40 There are also in-depth reports on how many migrants are 
forced to live in very poor living conditions. These news items show the mistreatment of 
migrants and how their lives have not improved in Europe, such as the migrants shown 
in a clip from RT Deutsch who are referred to as homeless and are shown living in squalor 
in a park in Brussels (see Image 341). The EU’s position as a normative and moral pole of 
attraction is therefore disproven in these reports. The treatment of refugees and migrants 
                                                             
37 “Partei Der Nichtwähler Vor Neuerlichem Wahlsieg: ‘Die Politik Untergräbt Die Demokratie.’” 2017. RT 
Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/meinung/56379-partei-nichtwahler-vor-neuerlichem-wahlsieg/. 
38  “EuGH-Urteil Zu Flüchtlingsquoten Spaltet Die EU.” 2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. 
https://deutsch.rt.com/europa/57024-eugh-urteil-zu-fluechtlingsquoten-spaltet-die-eu/. 
39 “Europäische Werte in Libyen: UN Beklagen EU-Komplizenschaft Bei Missbrauch von Flüchtlingen.” 2017. 
RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/europa/57141-europaische-werte-in-libyen-un/. 
40 “В Центре Рима Произошли Столкновения Между Африканскими Беженцами и Полицией.” 2017. 
Первый Канал. 2017. https://www.1tv.ru/news/2017-08-25/331398-
v_tsentre_rima_proizoshli_stolknoveniya_mezhdu_afrikanskimi_bezhentsami_i_politsiey. 
41 “Migranten in Brüssel: Ich Kam Für Ein Besseres Leben Nach Europa, Doch Es Ist Schlechter Als Vorher.” 
2017. RT Deutsch. 2017. https://deutsch.rt.com/kurzclips/56623-migranten-eu-obdachlos/. [00:01] 
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has allegedly shown that moral concerns do not guide Western policies since these have 
allowed people to live in such poor conditions and have forced people to rely on handouts 
to survive.  
It is also important to note that criticisms against the EU appear to be similar to 
those made against Germany and its handling of the migrant crisis, yet this moral aspect 
of how to treat migrants is referred to more strongly when speaking about the EU, where 
Germany is merely a part of this larger normative actor. This attack on the EU’s morality 
serves to highlight how the West is hypocritical in their actions. Their response in one 
crisis or political situation is allegedly shown to differ from their response in another 
situation, thus making Western actors inconsistent. This represents a common Russian 
disinformation tactic which aims to refute anti-Russian allegations made by the West 
concerning human rights issues, for example, as Russia can therefore justify its own 
actions by highlighting that the West is not as just and moral as it claims to be (Headley 
2015). The West, and the EU in particular, are thus framed as not defending human rights 
universally as vulnerable migrants are suffering in the West’s own territory, which 
implies that any normative claims of defending human rights are not authentic and are 
only used when this suits the West politically or economically.  
 
Russian narratives and the European ‘West’   
 
In summary, it is clear that there is a common theme present within these two 
outlets depicting Europe and the West as hypocritical, hostile, and in crisis (Galeotti 2017, 
7) with the EU struggling to cope with the refugee and migrant crisis, since conditions for 
many refugees and migrants have not improved and member states are still unwilling to 
take in more refugees. The union is therefore framed as a failure, as difficulties are not 
dealt with to benefit all member states, terrorism is a constant threat, and border security 
has failed.  
This negative image of an ‘unsafe’ Europe serves to sow discord and doubt amongst 
European audiences who may already harbour such feelings of insecurity, which have 
increased in the EU in the past years according to recent public opinion surveys initiated 
by the European Commission (“Special Eurobarometer 464b 'Europeans’ Attitudes 
towards Security’” 2017). The Russian media therefore takes advantage of existing 
weaknesses in Europe and uses disinformation to further encourage these negative 
sentiments of insecurity and even anger towards individual country’s governments and 
the entirety of the EU. This can be classified as a “divide and rule” tactic by Russia to 
weaken the centre of the EU by playing member states against one another and thus 
Image 3 
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undermine the cohesion of the union (de Jong 2016, 1). This therefore diminishes the 
perceived strength of the EU whilst allowing Russia to portray itself as a bastion of safety 
and reason in comparison to this unsafe Europe that is overrun by refugees, terrorism and 
crime (Lohse et al. 2016), thus making Russia the better strategic partner in Europe 
(Galeotti 2017). 
The Russian media especially attacks the EU, its direct rival in Europe, since it is able 
to impede its bilateral relations with other European states and thus endangers its 
geopolitical interests in the region (de Jong 2016). The EU sanctions against Russia are 
such an example, as bilateral relations with close EU partners have been disrupted by this 
rather unified response against Russia’s actions in Ukraine (ibid). Although Germany is a 
leading actor in sustaining the sanctions against Russia, many voices remain within 
Germany that strongly oppose the sanctions as these are seen as harming the economy 
and any prospects for future better relations (Forsberg 2016). Russia therefore tries to 
push the blame of these sanctions on certain voices in Germany, such as Angela Merkle, 
and the EU as an institution, allowing it to encourage more pro-Russian voices in 
European countries and avoid vilifying all of Germany, since it is still a close and important 
partner to Russia.  
Germany thus occupies an interesting position in the Russian narrative about the 
West, as it is an integral aspect of the EU, which is uniformly criticised by Russia as it 
threatens its interests in Europe. Germany’s leading position in the migrant crisis 
confirms this strong association with the EU, which can also be seen by the similar 
criticisms voiced by the Russian media regarding Germany’s and the union’s migration 
policies. However, in the case of Germany it is also clear that it cannot be completely 
equated with the EU’s faults and failures, as Russia promotes certain actors in Germany 
and uses the migrant crisis as a springboard to endorse these pro-Russian actors as 
positive alternative solutions for German politics. Germany is therefore deeply embedded 
in Russia’s critical Western narrative, which the framing of the migrant crisis has shown, 
yet it is also redeemable as a Russian ally despite its strong linkages with the EU.  
There is therefore a difference in the manner in which Russian seems to attack its 
Western partners; the German political leadership is discredited in order to promote 
actors that may create a more conducive environment for Russian cooperation in the 
country and the region, and the EU is ultimately portrayed as unequal and harmful to 
individual states’ own interests, thus encouraging states to return to more bilateral 
relations with Russia.  
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Conclusion 
 
This media analysis has examined the Russian media’s portrayal of political issues 
in Germany during the run up to the Bundestag election and selected the subject of the 
migrant crisis as a focal point since this represented a major topic in German politics and 
across Europe as well. Despite this narrow focus, it was possible to discern general 
overarching Russian narratives about Germany and its position in Europe by examining 
the framing of relevant actors in the selected media outlets. 
In general, there were few discernible differences in the reporting style and 
content of Perviy Kanal and RT Deutsch when looking at their coverage of similar topics, 
as both outlets framed actors and the migrant crisis in a comparable manner. 
Quantitatively RT Deutsch hosted many more news items relevant to this research as this 
channel specifically focuses on Germany, which also explains its greater focus on internal 
German actors that were not as present in Perviy Kanal. This somewhat implicated the 
framing of Germany and its internal actors in RT Deutsch as this outlet repeated 
inflammatory language used by members of extreme parties such as from Germany’s far-
right party, the AfD, by either citing them or even adapting their viewpoints and language 
into their own reporting. This gave their framing of actors such as Angela Merkel, whom 
such parties often criticise, additional emotive power which the newsreader style of 
Perviy Kanal lacked to a certain extent.  
Both channels, however, similarly attempt to discredit Germany through the use 
of the migrant crisis as a topic that shows internal and external issues. Internally the crisis 
is instrumentalised to weaken Germany’s positive image, as the government’s and 
authorities’ handling of the crisis is framed as a failure that has caused insecurity and 
discontent in the country. The crisis is also deeply associated with Angela Merkel in 
Germany as it is her Wilkommenskultur that has allegedly allowed for the situation to 
spiral out of control. The media outlets use other alternative parties renowned for their 
critical stance towards Chancellor Merkel as a further means to attack her, thus 
harnessing these local voices to promote Russian narratives of her failed leadership. This 
not only discredits her legitimacy as Germany’s leader, but furthermore allows the 
Russian media to provide these pro-Russian actors in Germany and Europe a platform to 
advocate for better relations with Russia. Angela Merkel represents a particularly difficult 
political actor in Europe for Russia as she has been very vocal against Russia’s actions in 
Ukraine and is a strong advocate for the continuation of EU sanctions against Russia, 
which Russia has attempted to eradicate to protect its economic and political interests in 
Europe. The migrant crisis therefore represents a useful tool that allows Russia to 
neutralise actors in Germany that inhibit its interests in Germany and Europe whilst 
endorsing alternative actors that represent political allies in the region.  
The disinformation present here is therefore mainly one of a strong bias in the way 
in which these outlets report on the migrant crisis, as certain voices and positions are 
elevated and framed positively, such as the far-right and far-left parties in Germany, 
whilst other positions are uniformly mocked or questioned by the media in order to 
discredit them. There has not been an outright fabrication of facts in the news items 
analysed here, yet it is evident that facts and events are being manipulated to promote a 
certain storyline concerning Germany and Europe. The identified potential German 
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targets of Russian disinformation (as outlined in the Introduction and in Chapter 2) only 
partially correlated to this research’s findings, as the Russlanddeutsche did not feature 
very prominently, but served to further promote a positive image of the far-right in 
Germany and their political position. Anti-establishment and Eurosceptic groups, 
however, represent more significant targets since both media outlets frequently cover the 
failure of mainstream politics in Germany and the EU, thus aligning their reporting with 
beliefs held by such groups. It is therefore clear that RT Deutsch and Perviy Kanal take 
advantage of existing points of division and weakness in Germany and try to stoke their 
oppositional sentiments further with their negative portrayal of politics in Germany and 
Europe.  
Disinformation and negative frames against Germany are mostly used in 
association with specific actors and outside influences thus indicating that Germany itself 
is not the main culprit of any alleged misdoings according to the Russian media. The 
German people and the country are not inherently ‘bad’ in the media and in Russia’s 
strategic narrative. Germany is in fact seen as a close partner where any voices that may 
be useful to improve Russian-German relations are encouraged. There are some 
generalised negative frames and narratives concerning Germany, but upon closer 
examination it is clear that these are against certain actors or policies that Russia 
considers to be a threat to its interests in Europe.  
Regarding the external European context, it is clear that Germany’s leading role in 
Europe explains Russia’s targeting of Germany with disinformation. Russia’s relations 
with the EU have been tense in recent years due to the sanction regime against Russia, 
and Russian bilateral relations with individual EU member states have suffered from this. 
Here the migrant crisis has also been an effective weapon with which Germany as a 
leading country within the EU and the union itself could be discredited, as it has allowed 
Russia to undermine the sense of equality, security, and morality which the EU wishes to 
represent. This is done by portraying the EU as dictatorial given the internal disputes over 
migration policies, as unsafe due to increased threats of terrorism and crime caused by 
the influx of people from conflict areas, and as immoral given the bad treatment of 
migrants and refugees within the EU. This two-pronged approach of attacking key players 
within the union, such as German political actors, and the union itself aims to weaken or 
even break up the union which Russia sees as its main contender in Europe. Russia thus 
uses the migrant crisis as a topic with which it can manipulate individual countries and 
the entire union by exaggerating existing societal and political cleavages.  
This thesis has focused on concrete examples of media content and the framing of 
actors and events in the Russian media to highlight that Russia uses politically divisive 
and emotive topics to promote its strategic narrative and goals in Europe. This is 
particularly problematic during election periods such as the one in Germany where the 
migrant crisis represented a pivotal political issue that could influence people’s voter 
choice. The election results do indicate that the migrant crisis and associated issues such 
as injustice and criminality were strong deciding factors that helped boost the results for 
the far-right AfD party (Molthagen and Schröter 2018), who won the position of being the 
third largest party in the Bundestag (Nier 2017). The impact of Russian disinformation on 
these results, however, was not discussed in this research and represents a further course 
of study not only relevant to Germany but also to many other European countries who 
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play a significant role in Russia’s narrative. The trend of foreign influence in elections is a 
worrying one and necessitates a close look at how information is being manipulated to 
further a foreign actor, such as Russia’s, goals in a country and how this may be tackled in 
the future to mitigate its possible negative effects.  
There are several recommendations and initiatives that try to tackle this diffuse 
threat in Europe, such as the ‘EU versus Disinformation’ campaign which is run by the 
European External Action Service East Stratcom Task Force.42 This task force aims to 
debunk disinformation stories present in the Russian media by reviewing news stories 
and highlighting common tactics and features of Russian disinformation in order to 
facilitate the identification of disinformation in the future. This, however, is a reactive 
initiative as it predominantly collects existing instances of disinformation. Its educational 
aspect could be further developed to inform not only analysts and decision makers about 
disinformation, but to spread this knowledge amongst the greater public. Ordinary people 
represent common targets of disinformation and therefore media education should be 
developed to teach people to be more critical towards the media and identify 
disinformation and problematic journalism (Galeotti 2017, 14). It is therefore important 
to be proactive when it comes to disinformation, where disinformation is not allowed to 
spread too far unchallenged. This can be done by defending and funding credible 
information sources who report facts and uphold journalistic standards (Jackson et al. 
2015) and by exposing those commentators who represent Kremlin mouthpieces and 
have various financial and business ties to the Kremlin (Nimmo 2015). Attacking the 
source of disinformation, rather than the disinformation itself, and mitigating its potential 
impact on individual targets and groups would therefore be a more effective way in which 
this issue could be tackled.  
 
  
                                                             
42 See https://euvsdisinfo.eu/ for more information. 
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